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Final approval by Panama and the US of the bilateral agreement establishing the Centro Multilateral
Antidrogas (CMA) ran into delays in mid-January after President Ernesto Perez Balladares decided
to make the pact multinational. Opposition to the CMA has raised doubts about its approval in
Panama, where the administration has promised that the agreement will be submitted to voters
in a referendum. US approval is also in question now because of the last-minute changes Perez
Balladares wants. Negotiators for the two countries agreed on a CMA draft proposal in late
December (see NotiCen, 01/15/98).
Announcing the breakthrough in the lengthy negotiations, Foreign Minister Ricardo Arias said
negotiators would initial the agreement shortly after Jan. 1. Then, during the first week in January,
Perez Balladares informed leaders of the governing Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD)
that he will not support the agreement unless it is converted into a multilateral pact. PRD legislator
Balbina Herrera said the president wanted at least four other countries to join the pact before he
considers it truly multilateral.
US officials said Panama's new requirement could upset the balance among the various US
governmental departments involved in setting the terms of the agreement, any one of whom might
now present its own demands. Other nations join talks on CMA On Jan. 12, delegates from Brazil,
Colombia, and Mexico joined the negotiations. Other countries, including Bolivia, Paraguay, and
Venezuela, may join the talks later. Some political observers in Washington said the multilateral
nature of the talks could hurt the agreement's chances of approval in the US. The State Department
had expected little Senate opposition to the December bilateral agreement and even considered
approval through an executive order.
But a multilateral accord, especially one requiring the commitment of US funds and the deployment
of US troops, would be more controversial and would almost certainly need Senate ratification.
Already, the multilateral talks are leaning toward proposals that could bring Senate opposition.
During the Jan. 12 session, the new participants indicated they wanted to change the draft
agreement to cover interdiction of illegal arms traffic. They made it clear that they will not accept the
bilateral draft as the framework for a multilateral accord. But if the agreement loses too much of its
bilateral orientation, which gives the US authority over CMA policies and operations, conservatives
in the US Senate could balk at ratifying it.
Meanwhile, the Electoral Tribunal has scheduled the Panamanian referendum on the CMA for the
end of July. If approved, the pact will go to the Assembly for debate. However, the election timetable
will give CMA opponents ample time to organize protests. In addition, opponents are already using
the scarcity of information on the December draft to charge that Perez Balladares is manipulating
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public opinion. What is known about the draft is that it includes stationing 2,000 US troops at the
center for the initial 12-year period of the agreement, with expenses shared by all signatories.
A controversy regarding the US demand for extraterritorial treatment of its personnel was resolved
by imposing severe limitations on US troops and confining them to the CMA. At the same time,
Panama will have jurisdiction over all other infractions committed by foreign personnel. These
fragments of information have not satisfied critics, who say the president is permitting the US to
maintain influence in Panama under cover of the CMA. The Partido Renovation Civilista (PRC)
demanded that the administration immediately end its "secrecy and half-explanations" about the
contents of the accord. (Sources: Central America Update, 07/26/97-08/01/97; Inter Press Service,
01/08/98, 01/12/98; El Panama America, 12/24/97, 12/27/97, 12/30/97, 01/14/98, 01/15/98)
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